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News & Perspectives J ust think about this fact: Everything that has happened as a result of the actions of humans was first conceived as an idea. These ideas can only have worth to the world at large if they are communicated or acted upon. The Darrel S. Metcalfe Student Manuscript Contest is one of the many funds supported by the Agronomic Science Foundation (ASF) that seeks the best ideas from the next generation of agronomists to find new ways to help us feed the world. Supporting the need for these scientists to communicate their findings to other stake holders through writing, the Metcalfe manuscript contest offers opportunities for publication and cash prizes, encouraging students to write about important scientific topics.
The written word has indeed changed history. Consider the Declaration of Independence or the Magna Carta. Over the centuries, the written word has saved lives, circulated powerful ideas, and preserved traditions and memories. But did you know that when hunter-gatherers first began to settle down and grow grain around 8,000 B.C., they set in motion the forces that would lead to the written word? Farming led to villages, villages to towns, and towns to cities, and as these population centers grew, there was too much information to pass along orally. The invention of writing more than 5,000 years ago offered a way to pass along information not only across large geographic areas, but to future generations as well. And so in that way, farming led to writing, and now writing may offer a way that may lead to better farming.
Since civilization as we know it depends on sustainable agriculture, better farming is critical. More than one billion people go hungry today-the vast majority of them are in low-income countries. And population is projected to rise to 9.1 billion by 2050. The ideas to meet that need will come from the next generation.
Generating an Abundance of Ideas
Linus Pauling once said that "The way to get good ideas is to get lots of ideas and throw the bad ones away." As the next generation of leaders imagines the answer to the question of how to feed a hungry world, the Metcalfe Contest offers a way to generate an abundance of ideas. The valuable ones may not be recognized immediately, but they will be published for posterity to contemplate.
Consider the story of Gregor Mendel, the father of modern genetics. Between 1856 and 1863, Mendel cultivated and tested some 29,000 pea plants. His studies showed that one in four pea plants were purebred recessive, two out of four were hybrid, and one out of four were purebred dominant. His experiments led him to make two generalizations, the Law of Segregation and the Law of Independent Assortment, which later came to be known as Mendel's Laws of Inheritance. But the paper he presented in 1865 had little impact and was seen as essentially about hybridization rather than inheritance. Cited only about three times over the next 35 years, it is now considered a seminal work.
According to Arthur C. Clarke, who was not only a science fiction writer, but also a futurist of uncanny ability, "New ideas pass through three periods:
1. It can't be done; 2. It probably can be done, but it's not worth doing; 3. I knew it was a good idea all along!" These original efforts by young scientists represent new research information that may one day change the world and become that idea that was a good one all along. Won't you support Darrel S. Metcalfe Student Manuscript Contest or consider the other volunteer or giving opportunities offered by ASF? To find out more about options that might interest you, call me at 608-273-8095 or email me at abarton@sciencesocieties.org. To make a monetary donation online, visit www.a-s-f.org. 
